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Surveys for Greater Adjutant Leptoptilos dubius in the 
Brahmaputra valley, Assam, India during 1994-1996 
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The Greater Adjutant Leptoptilos dubius is considered 
to be globally threatened (Endangered: BirdLife 
International 2001). It formerly occurred in much of 
South and South-East Asia from Pakistan through 
northern India, Nepal and Bangladesh to Myanmar, 
Thailand, Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia. However, only 
two small and highly disjunct populations remain: in 
Assam and Cambodia (Rahmani et al. 1990, BirdLife 
International 2001). Prior to Rahmani (1989) and Saikia 
and Bhattacharjee (1989a, 1989b), there was little 
information about the status and distribution of Greater 
Adjutant in Assam. More recently, Bhattacharjee and 
Saikia (1996) presented information on the population 
size and trend between 1989 and 1994.This paper adds 
to these surveys, and reports on breeding season surveys 
in 1994-1995, and non-breeding surveys in 1996. 

The study was confined to the Brahmaputra Valley, 
Assam (25°44'-27°55'N 89°41-96°02'E). The valley is 
c.720 km long, c.80 km wide, covers 56,274 km 2 , and 
is demarcated by the Eastern Himalaya, Patkai hills, 
Naga hills, Garo-Khasi-Jaintia hills and the Mikir hills 
(Singh 1991). The valley covers more than 60% of the 
area of Assam (Choudhury 1994). There are many river 


islands (including the 929 km 2 Majuli island: the largest 
river island in the world). Innumerable meandering 
tributaries form ox-bow lakes and huge marshy tracts. 

METHODS 

We surveyed Greater Adjutants in the Brahmaputra 
Valley during the breeding season in 1994-1995 (and 
occasionally during 1995-1997), and during the non¬ 
breeding season in 1996. The breeding season survey 
was carried out from November 1994 to March 1995, 
with roadside counts made from motorbike and other 
means of transport, searches at wetlands, and searches 
by boat. Colonies were also identified from information 
from local people, and from the literature (Saikia and 
Bhattacharjee 1989a,b, Saikia and Bhattacharjee 
1990a,b, Barooah 1991). All 18 districts in the 
Brahmaputra valley in Assam were covered, except 
Sonitpur (Table 1). During the non-breeding season, 
we surveyed sites near slaughterhouses, garbage dumps 
and fish and meat markets in nine towns (Table 3).These 
sites were chosen because they were known to be 
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frequented by Greater Adjutants, or because this was 
reported by local people. 


Table 1. Breeding season counts of Greater Adjutants in the Brahmaputra 
valley during November 1994 to March 1995. 


RESULTS 

Greater Adjutants were found in seven districts only 
(Table 1). A total of 573 adjutants were counted during 
the breeding season: 470 foraging or resting and 103 at 
nest-sites. Of these, 432 were adults (21 of which were 
at nest-sites). We did not find any Greater Adjutants in 
North Lakhimpur district, but three were reported there 
in November 1994 (B. K.Talukdar and A. Choudhury 
verbally 1995). A total of 71 nests were found on 29 
trees in five districts (Table 2). In 1996-1997, after the 
survey, we discovered two more colonies: eight nests at 
Satgaon (Mandakata) in Kamrup district and two at 
Maganapara (Bikrampur) in Sibsagar district. We 
omitted to visitTezpur and Misamari, Sonitpur district 
during the breeding season, but found significant 
numbers of Greater Adjutants (53 and 17 respectively) 
during the non-breeding season in 1996. During the 
non-breeding season survey, 440 Greater Adjutants were 
counted, including 295 adults (Table 3). The largest 
numbers were in Guwahati city (200 birds). 


District 


Lower Assam 
Dhubri 
Kokrajhar 
Bongaigaon 
Goalpara 
Barpeta 
Nalbari 
Kamrup 
Darrang 
Central Assam 
Morigaon 
Nagaon 
Upper Assam 
Golaghat 
Jorhat 
Sibsagar 
Dibrugarh 
Tinsukia 
Dhemaji 

North Lakhimpur 
Total 


Foraging/resting 

Adult Young 


0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

11 3 

295 56 

0 0 

0 0 

65 0 

0 0 

5 0 

32 0 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

3 0 

411 59 


At nest 

Adult Young 


0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

5 

0 


0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

4 

18 

0 


5 16 

4 27 


0 0 

0 0 

7 17 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

0 0 

21 82 


Table 2. Nests and nesting trees in selected Greater Adjutant colonies in the Brahmaputra valley (NV= colony not visited; *= repeated visits during 
November 1994 to March 1995). 


District 

Colony 

1994-1995 

Date - Nest- 

trees 

Nests 

1995-1996 

Date Nest- Nests 

trees 

1996-1997 

Date Nest- 

trees 

Nests 

Nalbari 

Daulasal 

14 Feb 95 

2 

3 

NV 



NV 



Kamrup 

Singimari 

5 Feb 95 

2 

9 

NV 



NV 




Dadara 

5 Feb 95 

3 

8 

26 Feb 96 

4 

15 

NV 




Satgaon 

NV 



27 Feb 96 

2 

7 

3 Oct 96 

2 

8 

Morigaon 

Manaha 

25 Mar 95 

4 

9 

NV 



19 Oct 96 

5 

19 

Nagaon 

Haibargaon 

28, 29, 31 Mar 95 

7 

18 

* 



* 




Khutikatia 

31 Mar 95 

1 

5 

* 



★ 




Barpujia 

26 Mar 95 

2 

5 

29 Dec 95, 

2 

14 









28 Feb 96 

2 

11 

20 Oct 96 

1 

6 

Sibsagar 

Dichial 

11, 13 Jan 95 

4 

6 

NV 



28 Nov 96 

1 

1 


Bagharchuk 

12 Jan 95 

4 

8 

NV 



28 Nov 96 

5 

11 









6 Mar 97 

5 

8 


Maganapara 

NV 



NV 



6 Mar 97 

1 

2 


Table 3. Non-breeding season counts of Greater Adjutants in the Brahmaputra valley during June-July 1996. 


Town 

Site 

Adults 

Juveniles 

Total 

Remarks 

Dibrugarh 

Near slaughterhouse 

7 

3 

10 

Up to 20 in last three years. Locals report 
that population is declining. 

Sibsagar 

Near slaughterhouse 

28 

12 

40 

In two separate flocks 

Jorhat 

Garbage dump 

2 

1 

3 

10 km from possible nesting site at Nimatighat 

Tezpur 

Garbage and burial ground 
near fish- and meat market 

45 

8 

53 

Two different flocks 

Misamari 

Army butchery 

17 

0 

17 

Nesting area not known. Up to 30 reported. 

Nagaon 

Garbage dump 

65 

27 

92 

3 km from nesting colony 

Guwahati 

Garbage dump 

118 

82 

200 


Rangia 

Army butchery and fish-market 

7 

2 

9 

Two different flocks 

Nalbari 

Near fish-market 

6 

10 

16 

Local report that population is declining 

Total 


295 

145 

440 
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DISCUSSION 
Breeding population 

Some birds may have been missed during the breeding 
season survey because our searches were concentrated 
along roads. However, some birds may have been 
counted more than once, as storks are highly mobile 
and can travel large distances fairly quickly. Saikia and 
Bhattacharjee (1989a) counted 300 Greater Adjutants 
and 75 active nests in Assam in 1989, but by 1994 this 
had risen to 649 birds and 157 active nests 
(Bhattacharjee and Saikia 1996).We counted 432 adults 
and 71 active nests during 1994-1995. The lower 
numbers are probably because we did not survey 
protected areas. Repeated visits within and between 
breeding seasons showed that Greater Adjutants do not 
breed highly synchronously. Hence, counting nests 
during single visits provides only a minimum estimate 
for the number of pairs breeding. We found Greater 
Adjutants in seven districts, whereas Bhattacharjee and 
Saikia (1996) reported them from 12 districts. We did 
not survey Sonitpur district and Kaziranga National 
Park in Golaghat district, nor other protected areas 
which were surveyed by them. Subsequently, we 
recorded a Greater Adjutant at Fakiragram in Kokrajhar 
district on 31 March 1997, and suggest there may be 
an as-yet undiscovered colony nearby. The nesting 
colony we discovered in Morigaon district had not 
previously been reported, and there may be additional 
colonies which are yet to be discovered. It is not known 
where the birds recorded in Jorhat and North 
Lakhimpur district breed (Bhattacharjee and Saikia 
[1996] also did not locate nesting colonies in these two 
districts during 1989-1994). 

Non-breeding population 

After breeding, adult and newly fledged juveniles move 
to regular feeding grounds in urban and semi-urban 
areas, such as garbage dumps, areas near 
slaughterhouses, and fish and meat markets. The total 
counted during the non-breeding season survey in 1996 
was less than the total counted during the 1994-1995 
breeding season, but this does not necessarily imply that 
the population had declined. The largest counts were 
in Guwahati city, where there is a huge garbage dump, 
fish and meat markets, and slaughterhouses.We counted 
a total of 440 Greater Adjutants in the non-breeding 
season, and extrapolate this to a total population 
estimate of 600 in the Brahmaputra valley. Hence the 
population appears to have been stable between 1994 
and 1996. 

Conservation 

BirdLife International (2001) provided a comprehensive 
analysis of threats to this species, which are principally 


habitat loss and modification (of wetlands and nesting 
habitat), disturbance at nesting and feeding areas, 
persecution and pollution. In Guwahati, we were told 
by the local people that on one occasion, many Greater 
Adjutants died from ‘contaminated food’. Occasionally 
adult Greater Adjutants were also found electrocuted. 
Almost all nesting colonies are found outside protected 
areas (see also Bhattacharjee and Saikia, 1996) where 
continuous protection by forest officials is not possible. 
There is widespread ignorance regarding the species. 
Only 30% of 49 people (of various age-groups, sex and 
educational qualifications) living near nesting colonies 
in different parts of Assam knew that this species is 
endangered and, within India, it breeds only in Assam. 
This lack of awareness among local people, and 
unfortunately also among many forest officials, hinders 
conservation of this bird. 
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